nature, who are to be treated with standardized programs and legal sanctions, has had a minimal impact on reducing domestic violence. Also, no high-quality evidence exists to evaluate batterers' treatment programs and interventions for prevention of violence against women (Babcock, Green, & Robie, 2004; Danis, 2003; Wathen & MacMillan, 2003) . Information about men's experiences is needed to make more concerted efforts to help men who behave violently toward women. Consensus has emerged on the need to explore male and female experiences and aspects of the dynamics of the pair relationship, but this has been done in very few studies (Flinck, Åstedt-Kurki, & Paavilainen, 2007) . This study strives to expand the research frame of violence by focusing on men's experiences.
Background
Intimate partner violence (IPV) includes various types of intentional control over the partner's volition, needs, and wishes, which violates the partner's self-determination or mutual commitments. IPV may be direct or indirect and is aimed at harming the partner, property, or the environment. Various types of abuse, which aim at hurting or harassing the partner, are also violence. Violence is often entangled and cannot be classified into uniform groups. Both T he fight against violence toward women has been a political and ideological issue and also an object of research and criminal justice interest in Western countries since the 1970s (Berns, 2001; Brush, 2005) , but the efforts so far have not succeeded in reducing violence. Violence against women has been extensively studied by researchers in various disciplines, whereas less attention has been paid to the experiences of men. Work with offenders is mostly informed by a feminist perspective, which considers that historical traditions of patriarchal structures of family and contemporary constructions of masculinity and femininity combine to support violence in intimate relationships between women and men. The current policy apportioning blame one-sidedly to men and emphasizing offenders as being homogenous in Violent Behavior of Men in Their Intimate Relationships, as They Experience It Aune Flinck, RN, PhD, and Eija Paavilainen, RN, PhD Violence against women has been extensively studied in various disciplines, whereas less attention has been paid to the experiences of men. Even the violent behavior of men in their intimate relationships has been mostly studied as experienced by women. This study follows Husserlian descriptive phenomenology. Twenty open-ended interviews were conducted with 10 Finnish men with a history of intimate partner violence (IPV). The data were analyzed by the method developed by Colaizzi. Findings suggested that men considered communication and dynamics of the relationship important.
Fundamentally, these abusive men had a need to be respected as men, and they sought to experience human dignity. It is necessary to readjust the framework on interpersonal violence, listen to the voice of men, and develop prevention, early identification, and supportive intervention strategies for men, couples, and families. Research on IPV should be expanded to include the experiences of both genders.
Keywords: experience; men; intimate partner violence; phenomenology; intervention genders can be perpetrators and victims of violence (Flinck, Paavilainen, & Åstedt-Kurki, 2005; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000; Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg, & Zwi, 2002) . In the study presented here, violence is not depicted through theoretical concepts but is understood to be what the men who batter perceive it to be.
Studies on IPV prove that violent men are a very heterogeneous group (Cavanaugh & Gelles, 2005; Simoneti, 2000) . Inability to defend one's opinions, weak self-identity, and social competence and anxious attachment style are features connected with violent behavior of men in their intimate relationships. Body image dissatisfaction, gender role conflicts, jealousy, mental disorders, contradictions in human relationships, dissociative experiences, anger, and hostility problems have been found to be related to violent behavior in men (Abrahams, Jewkes, Hoffman, & Laubsher, 2004; Caspi et al., 2002; Dixon & Browne, 2003; Norlander & Eckhardt, 2005; Peterman & Dixon, 2001; Russel & Wells, 2000; Scott Tilley, 2002; Worley, Walsh, & Lewis, 2004) . The motives for and explanations of violent behavior are various (Magdol et al., 1998) .
Abusers seldom define their behavior as violence (Eisikovits & Buchbinder, 1997) . Many feminist activists and professionals agree that the majority of abusive men attempt to rationalize their violence and use a range of tactics to trivialize and deny their violent behavior, and blame others, particularly their partner, to mitigate their own culpability (e.g., Dobash & Dobash, 1984; Pence & Paymar, 1989) . Both men and women strive to blame their partner, neutralize the effects of violence, seek social acceptance, and do not identify their own actions as violent. People tend to judge others by their actions and themselves by their intentions, which means that one's own intentions can always be interpreted as good (Busch & Rosenberg, 2004; Henning, Jones, & Holdford, 2005; McGinnis, 2005; Swan & Snow, 2002) .
Intimate partner violence has been studied mostly as male physical violence against women. The interactive aspect, mutual responsibility, and personal, cultural, and religious meanings of the pair relationship have been laid aside. The feminist discourse is prevalent instead of the family-dynamic discourse. Various reasons have been suggested for why men perpetrate spousal violent behavior, including biological, social, and mental health factors; their belief systems; and their traumatic experiences. None of the explanations has been proved to be the right one. The focus in work on violence has been on secondary and tertiary prevention.
This article is part of a larger research (Flinck, 2006) study, which described IPV as experienced by women and men and strived to enhance the understanding of the experiences of both parties in the intimate relationship. This article describes violent behavior of men in their intimate partner relationships as they themselves experience it.
Methodology
The study applied a Husserlian descriptive phenomenological design and followed the philosophy of existential phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty (2003) , who retained Husserl's descriptive approach to phenomena and combined it with existential ground. The concept of the human being in this study is holistic. Humans embody good and evil. A human being is seen as responsible for himself or herself and others. Phenomenology strives to describe and, at the same time, to understand the phenomenon with all its contradictions and without covering the limits of understanding. Phenomenological research does not seek to speak out causal relationships or the absolute truth but strives to find the uniqueness of the phenomenon. The researchers filter out their preliminary presuppositions, inherited notions, and implicit assumptions of spousal violent behavior and listen to the data to capture the meanings of experiences. This is done by viewing the world of men as a world of meanings (Annels, 1999; Corben, 1999; Giorgi, 2005; Husserl, 1995; van Manen, 1990; Merleau-Ponty, 1992 Priest, 2002) . Following the phenomenological approach, the researchers chose not to define the concept of violence in advance but to approach the phenomenon without presuppositions about the characteristics, nature, or explanatory models of violence (Caelli, 2000) .
The empirical data derived from interviews with abusive men will be used to describe the subjective and unique meanings of experiences of violent behavior in the intimate partner relationships of men as perceived by themselves. Phenomenological research does not take a stand on whether these phenomena are real or unreal, nor does it seek to explain experience using theoretical concepts or to generalize the results (Corben, 1999; Giorgi, 2005; Priest, 2002) . Because phenomenology is interested in a person's subjectivity, it is an appropriate method for the present study because men's experiences of IPV have not been well studied (Acher, 2000; Caelli, 2000; Giorgi, 2005; McCosker, Barnard, & Gerber, 2004) .
Participants
Purposeful snowball sampling was used to recruit abusive men who were willing to share their experiences (Kleiman, 2004) . Volunteers were recruited by means of an informal service system, networks, and key persons. Some of the participants were recruited via organizations working with offenders and victims of IPV. Interested men were asked to call or e-mail the first author to arrange interviews. Inclusion criteria were that men identified themselves as having experienced some kind of violent behavior in their intimate relationship. To ensure privacy when meeting the respondent (to explain the study and to present the informed consent form), the first author met with the respondent at a mutually agreed-on location and time. When choosing participants, the aim was not representativeness but describing unique experiences to be analyzed to add to the understanding of violent behavior in men.
The data consisted of experiences of 10 (N = 10) abusive men, aged 36 to 56 years. At the time of the interview, four of the men were married, six were divorced, and they all had children; four men had a college-level education, six had a higher education. The couple relationships were in different phases: Some of them continued, and some had ended. The duration of the relationship was from 4 months to 30 years. Eight of the participants had seen a therapist, a counselor, or some other specialist. The men had experienced different manifestations of their own violence in their relationship, either in the present or in the past. The participants in this study had also experienced violent behavior of their spouses.
Data Collection
During the 2-year period (2002) (2003) (2004) , the first author interviewed all the 10 men using open-ended interviews, which were performed to explicate the lived experiences of the participants. The researcher interviewed abusive men twice to facilitate talking about a sensitive issue, to permit space for unique experiences and meanings, and to obtain more profound information. The participants had an opportunity to process their experiences and arrive at conclusions (Burns & Grove, 2005; Polit & Beck, 2006) .
On the grounds of preliminary understanding and previous knowledge, the interviewer (A.F.) had a preunderstanding of the phenomenon, and she had to be conscious of it, suspend it, and lay it aside. Existential phenomenological philosophy offered a way to engage in respectful dialogue with men and glean richly nuanced and contextualized descriptions of their experiences (Thomas, 2005) . The participants were allowed to relate experiences that they considered important, and they were assured that everything they said would be valued, respected, and taken on trust. Throughout the discussions, the researcher acted as a facilitator, interrupting only to steer the dialogue to violence issues, to clarify points, and to refocus the interview if needed. The average length of the interviews was 2 hours, and the interviews were audiotaped with the permission of the participants.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval was received from the ethical committee of the university hospital. Informed consent was obtained from the participants before commencement. The participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time without explanation. They were also guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality. The interviewed men had the freedom to decide on a safe place for the interview and whether they wanted to talk about their participation with their partner. The open, conversational interviews, free from theoretical engagements, left space for subjective experiences. Recording the interviews was confidential and done with the participant's permission. Care was taken that the interview process was affirming and did not cause distress. The possibility to consult a therapist or some other professional was assured. Researchers had to identify their responsibility toward the fact that the methodological approach, results of the study, conclusions drawn, and possible measures might have an ideological and political impact on the development of intervention programs (Ellsberg & Heise, 2002; Tschudin, 2003) .
Data Analysis
The transcribed data (230 pages) were analyzed by the first author using the method of Colaizzi (1978) . The method helped in the understanding of the data and construction of meanings. The analysis aimed at uncovering and describing the meanings contained in the experiences and at understanding the essence of the phenomenon. The phenomenon was reviewed in the way in which the data showed it and not forced to fit a specific theoretical structure (Giorgi, 2000) . In the analysis, phenomenological reduction required awareness of preunderstanding and prior knowledge, reflection, and suspension of preconceptions and assumptions, so that they would not interfere with capturing the experience of interest. Bracketing of prior knowledge concerned the concepts and explanatory models of violence, definition of violence as acts, the perpetrator-victim scenario of violence, gendering of violence, and pathologization of individuals. Bracketing did not, however, mean that the bracketed matter ceased to exist. Complete bracketing was an unreachable goal because it was not possible for the researchers to step outside their consciousness, operating through meanings, and the world being studied (Annels, 1999) . The researcher used imaginative variation and intuition to evoke individual and appropriate verbal expressions grounded within the data (Priest, 2002) .
Validity and Reliability
The data were gathered from male volunteers who may select what to tell. Voluntariness in contacting the researcher may have influenced informant selection, so that the men who already had sought help and were willing to talk and capable of talking about their experiences were the ones who enrolled. To ensure confirmability, the participants had the opportunity to provide further details in a subsequent interview, and no passages in the transcripts were taken out of context. Open-ended, dialogic interviews and a confidential relationship between the men and the researcher made it possible to arbitrate authentic information. The first author audiotaped and subsequently transcribed the interviews to ensure accuracy of descriptions. The steps of Colaizzi's method were followed systematically, keeping in mind that clear description is impossible. Colaizzi's method of data analysis involved reading the entire description to gain a sense of the whole. To secure authenticity, the constructions were compared with and reflected the original texts and the contexts of the men. The intensity of the analysis and the description of the research process increased reliability. It was important that the researcher identified her own preconceived notions about the phenomenon and put them aside, so that the true phenomenon could be seen as it was, not as it was preconceived. The authors communicated the constructions with each other, and the final product was communicated with other researchers for critique and confirmation. The respondents' own words were used in the research report to support the interpretation given. The subjectivity of the researchers, their idea of a man, and their preconceptions may still have influenced their efforts to be objective and bracket the preconceptions and earlier knowledge (Kleiman, 2004) .
Findings
The abusive behavior of men proceeded from rejecting the violence to awakening and moving on. First, the men strived to deny their violent behavior by refraining from physical abuse and by adhering to their ethical ideals. The men did not interpret acts other than physical ones as violence, and they tried to understate and mitigate violence. Justifying violence by defending oneself, panicking by overburdening, and venting repressed feeling was typical of the men who used spousal violence. Violent behavior was an effort to achieve a sense of control or invite the woman to communication. Admitting violence was difficult, and often, awakening happened first after the physical violent act. Identifying one's own culpability was the first step to seeking help. Figure 1 depicts the general structure of meanings of violent behavior of men.
Rejecting Violence
Adhering to principles. Some of the men reported adhering to a set of ethical principles, which made them advocate nonviolence and sustained them in the effort to endure their distress. Rejection of violence gave them moral strength, peace of conscience, and confidence in the power of good. This principle meant refraining from physical violence and harboring a sense of moral superiority over the woman, which sometimes prevented them from identifying other types of abuse as violence.
Denying violence. At first, the men refused to interpret their behavior as violence, which made it difficult to talk about their own violent behavior toward their partner. The abusive men labeled the incidents as relationship conflicts and as the woman's false interpretations or allegations. Those men who had not used physical violence might first deny their violence completely.
Understating violence. The men understated the violence by characterizing it as a single incident, random, minor, or as a reaction to the situation. They did not regard the violence as acceptable and typical of themselves; rather, the violence was unconscious and unplanned behavior, which could be explained. They rejected the notion of violence and sought justification and acceptance in the situation. They removed the violence outside themselves and did not hold themselves solely responsible for their violent behavior toward their partners. They understated the violence also by framing their spousal violent acts as mere theatrical gimmicks that were used to give expression to their aspirations.
Justifying Violence
Defending oneself. For some men, violence meant a counterreaction or an act of self-defense, resulting from the woman's provocation, dishonesty, and violence. The men did not accept their battering behavior. They justified the violence by the crisis in the relationship and as being a result of the woman's wrongdoings. As they perceived it, violence was a justified resistance against the woman's immorality, use of power, and physical violence. Self-defense was depicted in the following way, "I have never hit her, but I've defended myself on numerous occasions. She has attacked me and I have grabbed her by the wrists, pulled her to the floor and told her to stop."
Panicking because of overburdening. The men excused their use of violence citing the distress and concern they felt. They justified the spousal violent intervention in the relationship by their concern for the safety of children. When overburdened, they might resort to substance use or prescription drugs, which led to the loss of control. Mounting psychological pressure caused by the relationship or by external circumstances and exhaustion triggered the violence. Men justified their use of violence by being overburdened. They did not consider their motives as destructive and believed in their capability to control situations.
Venting repressed feelings. The men interpreted their spousal violent behavior as an expression of their repressed feelings. Venting of feelings triggered a sudden, uncontrolled, and powerful reaction. Violent behavior was a way of escaping fear and terrible feelings. Men feared the woman, their own destructive thoughts, and the consequences of these thoughts. Violence was an oppressive blind alley, with no way out, unless one did something. The sense of reaching a dead end may have resulted from distress caused by humiliation: Being subjected to humiliation is the feeling that triggers it. One of the men said, "It's completely absurd, how can I fly into a rage over a thing like that? A powerful feeling of distress triggers the violence. It's like a cup that runs over and I cannot resist the painful and overwhelming feeling."
The violence may have meant a breakdown caused by a desperate faith and the ultimate defense of existence. The deep crisis in the relationship provoked the desire to give up, to destroy, and hurt the partner or oneself. Violence was described as grabbing and a cry for help: "I feel that I don't exist and that I am jumping and falling down into an abyss and there's a rope, violence, and I grab it."
Pursuing a sense of control. The men sought justification for their spousal violent behavior in their pursuit to control their emotional life and behavior and to restore the order and balance of the relationship. They used violence to communicate a grave concern for the woman's behavior that was disrupting the relationship. Violence may have been a way to test the woman's trustworthiness. Men also used violence to pursue stable circumstances for the children and to ensure the possibility of fulfilling their parenting role.
Invitation for communication. Violence may have been a request to communicate with the woman, to be heard, and to experience the woman's appreciation and love. Men tried to make the woman understand their intentions and feelings: "I have grabbed her, pulled her by the ears, pulled her face towards myself by force. Look at me, I exist, I have the right to exist, talk to me."
Awakening and Moving On
Admitting wrongdoing and experiencing guilt. Identification of one's violence was complicated by the definition of violence as physical acts. The men regarded the use of physical violence as wrong and began to reflect on their situation. They failed to grasp the meanings of their behavior to the woman. Not until the relationship had reached a dead end did they reflect on their guilt and repent. Realizing guilt meant becoming aware of their behavior and desiring to seek help and a change. One man identified threats as violence: "I have yelled divorce every single day. It is psychological abuse."
Those men who had behaved violently in their intimate relationships experienced feelings of bewilderment, regret, and shame. Those who had experienced hardships since childhood felt that they did not have the right to live after they had assaulted their partner. They wanted to make amends for the suffering they had caused by hurting themselves or by contemplating suicide. They grieved about their past and about the irreparable injury they had inflicted. The violence was a manifestation of the fact that they had lost control over their life.
Admitting the violence was also associated with the desire to end it.
Condemning and punishing oneself. Use of physical violence and the ensuing shame resulted in selfloathing. Men condemned themselves, felt they were useless, and sought to relieve the anguish by punishing themselves and by substance use. It was difficult to forgive oneself for the violence: "I condemn myself hard. I hurt and punish myself, if I've made a total mess of things. I torment myself and I am not able to forgive myself."
Realizing one's need for help. Having reviewed the different stages of the relationship, the men gradually identified their need for help and were prepared to start a process of change. To do this, they needed willpower, time, and concrete help, but they felt that the negative attitudes of professionals toward men and blaming the man complicated help-seeking.
Essence of the Phenomenon
Intimate partner violence arises and manifests itself in the interrelationship of partners. The core elements of the violent behavior were to seek a way out of the overburdening situation and oppressive feelings, to seek the right and possibility of expressing one's feelings and opinions, and to seek approval and communication in a pair relationship. Fundamentally, the abusive men had a need to be respected as men, and they sought to experience human dignity. They suffered from their behavior and sought means to restore human dignity. The violent behavior of men is a process proceeding from denying to waking up to reality and beginning to move forward and seek help.
Discussion
Finland occupies a leading position in rates of violence against women, which pushes us to explore the experiences of men and identify the risk factors for violence in their lives and in their pair relationships. Although our study was conducted in Finland, and the number of men was small, the findings have a wider relevance for professionals working with abusive men. This study contributes an improved understanding and supplementary knowledge of men's experiences with IPV. However, the findings cannot be generalized to all abusive men; therefore, it is better to speak about transferability. The results are not transferable as such, nor are they causal. When evaluating transferability, applying results must be ethically acceptable and should not nullify the experiences of a person. The contexts and uniqueness of an individual must be considered too (Kvigne, Gjengedal, & Kirkevold, 2002) .
In the beginning of the abusive behavior, the men in this study projected the problem of their violent behavior onto their partner or their mutual social network and professional helpers; they attributed greater blame to their partners and minimized their own violence. Men experienced that their mounting pressures, communication problems in a relationship, their loss of control, particular behavior by the woman, and repressed feelings were the factors that led them to inflict violence. Projecting the problem onto the spouse can be seen as an effort to find explanations and socially acceptable excuses for abusive behavior. Rejecting may involve failure, self-accusation, and fear of condemnation. It may also be an effort at expressing a performance of moral superiority and may involve self-deception, lying, shame, and affectation, as Räikkä (2003) found. The findings of our study were consistent with the findings of Mihalic and Elliott (1997), Cavanagh, Emerson Dobash, Dobash, and Lewis (2001) , Nyqvist (2001) , Henning et al. (2005) , and Kapanen (2005) . Lawrence (2003) indicated that men fear becoming the object of shame, ridicule, blame, and condemnation and, therefore, avoid talking about their abusive behavior. Admitting one's violent behavior is difficult for men because they feel they are being labeled by authorities, relatives, and friends when their violence is exposed.
These findings lend support to the conclusion that the violence of men can be characterized as a discourse of inadequacy, lack of means, a sense of being adrift and harassed, uncontrollability, naturalization, and ambiguity. The findings are supported by Simoneti (2000) and Ajo and Grönroos (2005) . This is worthy of consideration when developing intervention models for men who abuse their spouses.
It was characteristic of men to describe their violent behavior as an attempt to achieve a sense of control or as an invitation for communication. The men in our study perceived that their relationship lacked a mutual experience of respect; the right to express feelings, needs, and opinions; the right to be heard; and consideration for the other person. Berns, Jacobson, and Gottman (1999) stated that in those relationships where men behaved violently, there was a demand-withdraw interaction, which predicted marital dissatisfaction. Also Siltala (1994) and Busch and Rosenberg (2004) stated that men were more likely than women to identify the desire to control and punish as their motive for violence and stressed that violence gives a sense of control and compensates for the humiliation. These findings show the importance of open communication between partners. These signs of violence and attempts to achieve a sense of control should be taken seriously in a pair relationship, and couples should strive to solve interpartner problems and conflicts by communication and restore balance in a relationship to avoid more serious conflicts. Husso (2003) also depicted IPV as a way of opening a line of communication to the other person and bridge the gap that separates them. Norlander and Eckhardt (2005) stated that anger and hostility were problems meaningfully related to male-to-female IPV, but there were no functional or contextual connections between aggressive feelings and the violent behavior of men. Identification of marital dissatisfaction, stress factors, and conflicts are important, for example, to health care professionals when they meet and help partners in health care settings.
Conclusion
The various efforts so far have not succeeded in reducing violence. Work on IPV has been globally developed in a frame of reference that regards violence as a social, legal, or egalitarian problem. So far, helping practices have been developed mostly from the feministic point of view and on the basis of a rather one-sided view of the phenomenon. Much of what we know about men has been acquired through women. Violent men have often been labeled as mentally ill, antisocial, or nonintelligent. A new viewpoint might open up if violence were seen as a moral, personal, and interrelational problem, not only as a problem of men.
Resolving IPV by blaming men or increasing sanctions does not remove relationship problems. Developing criminal law and relevant legal acts are important for general prevention and deterrence of crimes, but the justice system and the authorities have limited capability when it comes to tackling interpartner conflicts resulting in violence. It is typical in IPV that the victims resort to legal acts when the spousal violence has continued for a long time. It is essential to readjust the paradigm of work with violence. If the interventions take place first after abusive physical acts, the solutions of the problem are left in the hands of the authorities. The moral responsibility of an individual for his or her behavior is bypassed, and real change does not happen. To effectively tackle the problems of IPV, men, women, and other family members should be included in early intervention. It is important to develop early identification and gender-sensitive practices in a dialogue between the sexes to respond flexibly to the needs of partners. New approaches and updating training are also necessary. The importance of the emotional stage of the pair relationship and family relations should be taken into account in work with violence and in health care.
The results suggest that identification of one's guilt and awareness of one's violent behavior and its effects on the partner helped the men to consent to work for a change. There should be space for early awareness of and reflections on one's own behavior and its meanings to the partner before violence is in the wind. The couple should be aware about the dynamics of an intimate relationship and emboldened to express their feelings. Identification of one's needs and of the needs of the partner and reciprocity in the intimate relationship should be strengthened. Prevention of and intervention in IPV requires that collaboration between various helping systems, authorities, and families should be intensified.
More knowledge of the different aspects of the phenomenon is needed so that the phenomenon of violence can be understood more extensively to develop special competencies, confidentiality, and gender-sensitive approaches. We also need research that explores whether professional helpers' negative attitudes toward men complicate help-seeking among violent men and in this way sustain IPV. Professionals working with violence need an empathetic, assertive approach that does not so much focus on finding offenders or offering panaceas as supports integrative solutions. Deep down, both perpetrators and victims of violence are seeking the right to live and to find themselves and their place in society. Gender, culpability, or reprehensiveness of the acts should not be the starting points for strategies aimed at helping violent men. Abusive men should have the opportunity to face and address their guilt, shame, and remorse. Circumvention and denial of guilt can lead to avoidance of moral issues and statements and to dodging of ethical and moral reflections. Identification of moral and philosophical nuances related to guilt and repentance is essential with regard to helping and integration. Society could provide support to and affirm the right to exist of perpetrators for all his faults when they are afraid of confessing their deeds. Addressing guilt does not, however, remove the responsibility toward the injured partner or legal responsibility.
